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Foreword



by New York Times Bestselling Author Emmanuel Acho


The summer of 2020 was one of the most divisive time periods in America’s recent history. The murder of George Floyd forced America to focus on our ever-present racial divide. Thousands marched through the streets, and when they returned home, had the uncomfortable conversations on race that they’d long put off. In boardrooms, company officials repeated the same conversations families had in the dining room. Change followed. For the first time in my life, I saw consumers demand more than polite talk from the companies they supported. Nowhere was this clearer than the world I live and work in—Hollywood—where all at once, entertainment executives were forced to reexamine the narratives they project out into the world.


Few platforms were pressed as hard as The Bachelor franchise, and rightfully so. Forty seasons into America’s favorite dating show, and my friend Rachel Lindsay was still the only Black person to ever have starred in a season. Bachelor alumni joined with fans, pressuring the show to choose differently. They used their platforms to speak out against the whitewashed narratives The Bachelor had long embraced. They called for Black love. And in June 2020, The Bachelor’s producers answered their calls. We learned from Good Morning America that, for the first time in The Bachelor’s eighteen-year history, a Black man would lead the franchise.


When I first heard the news, I had two instantaneous thoughts. The first was simply, “Wow, it took them long enough.” Eighteen years is a long, long, long time. It was hard not to feel both encouraged and disappointed that we still have “first” anythings in 2020.


My second thought: “I hope this Black man represents himself, his family, and his community properly.” Being the first comes with its own set of pressures. Black people aren’t afforded the same margin for error as our white counterparts. Every Black Bachelor cast member after this man would be judged by his performance. And a whole group of Americans would learn about Black dignity, vulnerability, and love for the first time through his example.


As fate would have it, I had little to worry about. I found out this Black man’s name was Matt James, and represent himself well in the midst of inexplicable turmoil is exactly what he did.


I met Matt the same way the rest of America did: on the TV screen. I recall him opening up his first episode with prayer. He made a strong first impression on me that day. The moment told me much of what I needed to know about the core of the man. I knew then that, regardless of the twists and turns in the season ahead, Matt’s faith would guide him along the journey. His principled approach told me I could breathe easy; this brother had the goods.


Millions of people witnessed Matt’s journey through the season that followed, but few will ever understand it. Being the Bachelor comes with an inherited set of stressors, particularly in this day and age of social media, when everyone has the ability to express their disapproval of every action you take. Despite the pressure, at every opportunity, Matt chose grace and courage. He displayed his truest self for dozens of women and millions of viewers to see and judge. He followed his heart to a woman he loved. He handled the well-trodden Bachelor journey as well as any man who came before him, but then came complexities that no one—not Matt, not America, not even The Bachelor’s producers—saw coming.


I don’t need to retell the story of the racially insensitive pictures that surfaced during Matt’s season and the controversy that followed. It’s out there already, and this book is a space for Matt to give his own version of those events. What I will say is that, like many of you, I followed those events as they unfolded in real time. I sympathized with the difficult decisions Matt faced, pressures from white and Black viewers alike, often pointing in opposite directions. I was no less impressed with Matt on the day the season finale aired than I was on the day the season began. Without yet knowing him personally, I sensed his thoughtful approach to all the controversy mounting before him. He led with integrity and I respected him for it from afar.


As you likely already know, Matt wasn’t the only one in The Bachelor universe that faced controversy during his season. The racial reckoning touched every corner of the franchise, including its longtime host. His midseason resignation left a hole to fill for the reunion show. Since beginning my career in public life, I have made it my mission to walk head-on into uncomfortable conversations on race. I’ve always believed that respectful confrontation—not polite avoidance—is the surest path to progress. I was asked to fill the former host’s shoes because of my comfort with the uncomfortable. And if anything was certain, it was that the conversation ahead would be uncomfortable. A room filled with one Bachelor, more than a dozen ex-girlfriends, and the looming presence of race is enough to make any man squirm.


It’s hard to believe now, given how close we have become, but I met Matt for the first time during our taping of The Bachelor: After the Final Rose. In some ways, like America, I felt I already knew him by then. He had shown so much of himself throughout the season. His first impression hadn’t faded; I liked the guy, which only made the job ahead more difficult.


If I cheered for Matt privately, publicly, I had to ask him the hard questions. Much had happened in his life since the taping of the finale. The racially insensitive photos had surfaced. The former host had departed. Matt and Rachael had broken up. It was my job to push him to unpack this rollercoaster ride of successes, missteps, and regrets.


With more than seven million Americans watching, Matt had to navigate giving grace to a woman he had great affection for while simultaneously honoring himself. I understood the pressure he must’ve faced. No matter which way his heart leaned, if he was too quick to forgive, our own community would line up to criticize his choices. On the largest stage imaginable, he had to process through high-profile heartbreak in real time. I asked him the tough questions and he answered every one with dignity and compassion in the midst of his own brokenness.


On camera, there was a noticeable distance between Rachael and him. What America didn’t see was that, when the cameras stopped rolling and the lights dimmed, they left the stage hand-in-hand. I rooted for their love story then the same way I do today.


Matt and I forged a great friendship that day and we haven’t looked back. Crazy circumstances brought us together, but I couldn’t be happier they did. Few men could walk through the fire of public controversy and come out the other side smiling the way that Matt has. He is a perpetually positive person. He never let the critics kill his spirit.


Over the past year, I have had the pleasure of getting to know the man off-camera. He is a lover of people, a servant of his community, and a man of faith. He is led by his passions, his heart, but most importantly his integrity. He’s shown me the core of his character, but even I did not know the foundation that that character was built on. The story ahead opened my eyes to the many trials and tribulations that formed my friend. Matt was never given a lot. Still, he turned the values his mother instilled into a national platform. My respect for him has only increased after reading his remarkable story.


You may have met the man on-screen, but get to know the person, and a journey, that will move your heart and open up your eyes to a life one could only imagine living.















Introduction



No one can prepare you to be the first of your kind. But many will try.


When I received the surprising call offering me the role of the Bachelor, I didn’t know my decision would be a groundbreaking one. I hadn’t watched the show before. I hadn’t even thought much of the show before. If pressed, I would have assumed that a Black man had been chosen as the lead in the past. Hadn’t it been on air forever? Surely at least one brother had led the franchise. That thought would quickly be proven wrong! I discovered that I would be the first ever Black Bachelor more than a week after accepting the role.


That bit of information heightened the stakes of my choice. It made me question whether I’d made the right decision at all. We were in the midst of a real moment in America. Racial conflict swirled at its highest level in my lifetime. Every day seemed to bring new examples of brutality to contend with. The first announcement of a new, Black Bachelor wouldn’t be some great milestone on the march to equality, but it would turn heads. Did I want to inject myself into that crossfire?


My first instinct was to consult my closest confidants. Several friends were also members of Bachelor Nation and had once received similar calls. They shared familiar wisdom: relax, live in the moment, be yourself. As true as their offerings might have been, they weren’t very helpful. I turned to Black friends to get their insight. They understood the gravity of the choice in ways that others couldn’t, but still didn’t have much good advice to offer. In truth, I posed an impossible question. No one’s advice could prepare me for the challenge ahead. I had to move ahead on this path alone. During the greatest racial reckoning in a generation, the producers at ABC turned to me to lead one of America’s favorite franchises as its first Black star. No one could fully understand the weight of that choice.


As announcement day approached, my emotions crashed in waves. I felt excitement at all the possibilities The Bachelor represented—the possibility of love in the short term, and the wide-open, unknowable possibilities of whatever would come after. I felt nervous, wading into a world of flashing lights that I knew nothing about. But soon, above all else, I felt the weight of responsibility. My decisions would be picked apart in ways they hadn’t been for Bachelors past. After spending a lifetime in mostly white spaces, I knew what it meant to represent a race to people who didn’t know better. But this was a whole different league. I didn’t want to mess it up. I also didn’t even know what “mess it up” meant. As time went on, the responsibility hardened into a burden.


Fortunately, I had the support of many thousands of people behind me. Messages streamed in by the hundreds when I was announced as the Bachelor. They cheered me on, applauded my choice, and wished me well on my journey. They held high hopes and expectations. They’d be rooting for me, they said. I appreciated the love. Of course, underneath it all, the pressure only increased.


Months later, I watched the premiere of my season of The Bachelor from my apartment in New York City. My closest loved ones gathered ’round—I slid in between my roommate, Tyler Cameron, and my mother to watch the episode. I struck a deal with Twitch, the online live-streaming platform, to stream the small viewing party I’d assembled. I interacted in real time with fans during the episode and donated the proceeds to the LeBron James Family Foundation to help fund his I Promise School.


Only three of us gathered in the living room, but I stretched my mind to imagine our audience, the thousands of eyeballs fixed on our every move. I couldn’t get too comfortable. I had to keep quiet on the behind-the-scenes tidbits that I might otherwise have spilled. No spoilers allowed. Most of all, I had to keep from reacting, even though I was seeing the episode the same way they all were—for the first time. And, oddly enough, I barely recognized the man on the screen.


I made it through the highs and lows of the episode without blowing my cover. I said goodbye to the viewers before the rose ceremony and cut the TV off. I didn’t want to watch myself send a whole group of hopeful women home again. That was brutal.


After watching the premiere, I appreciated, for the first time, just how much of my power I had given away. This had been billed as “my” season, but it wasn’t, not really at least. I had a dizzying few months leading up to that moment, but at each step along the way—through preparation and filming—I thought I was in the driver’s seat. I didn’t remember handing over ownership of my story; but watching the premiere, it was clear that I had. The producers would craft my story now. I had no control over what might follow.


My introduction to America ran five minutes. It spoke little about the people and beliefs I valued most. I understood the constraints of production time. We had a long season ahead of us with plenty left to unpack. But we’d be playing catch-up. First impressions matter, and mine was lacking. Sure, I had assumed that later episodes would present the other sides of me that the premiere left out. But, for the first time, I had doubts about that as well.


So much has changed since my Bachelor season began. Some changes were foreseeable. I knew that leading the series would mean sacrificing my anonymity. My friends from Bachelor Nation warned me about the mixed bag that comes with fame. Still, the benefits of the journey always seemed to outweigh the cons of life after.


I’m not so sure today, though. My private life has evaporated away. Regular trips to the grocery store become Page Six headlines. I rarely stroll from my apartment to the subway today without groups of people approaching me along the way. The vast majority of these encounters are fun—fans of the show excited to say hello and then go about their days. I really do love those conversations, brief brushes with other smiling New Yorkers happy to deliver words of encouragement. Online run-ins are, of course, different. If in-person interactions are 98 percent positive, Twitter mentions are the opposite. I try not to pay them much mind. But then there are a few that fall in between the two. Those interactions stay with me long after their end.


A young woman ran up to me in Soho recently—stout, with inky dot eyes and hipster glasses the size of half her face. She reached her hand out for a shake then awkwardly turned it to a hug midway through. In a high-pitched voice, she squeaked, “I love the work you’re doing, Matt. You have such a positive influence. Keep going.” Though I’d had similar interactions, her words felt oddly reassuring after a long week. I nodded and leaned in when she asked for a selfie, then thanked her for the encouragement. I hugged her again before we parted and then skated off on my way.


She tagged me in a picture later that day. I’d never met the woman before, but I noticed we had a long messaging history. I read the old messages, all from her side. She’d called me everything but a child of God. Snubs, insults, and jabs. I’d made a mistake with my final choice, she said. I never should have been the Bachelor. I was a fraud.


She was the first, but the same thing has happened many times since that day. I’m constantly running into kind, generous people who choose to be harsh online. I admit I think more about them than I should. I’ve always been such an open person, and I like that about myself. I want to fight my first instinct after meeting them—to become closed-off, skeptical, and jaded. I want to understand the disconnect, for my own satisfaction, if not theirs.


Part of it is the nature of celebrity. Gossip is incurable. Trolls will always troll.


But the issue runs deeper than that too. Bachelor Nation watched me for dozens of hours in 2020. They saw me flirt with gorgeous women. They heard me laugh and cry. They discovered pieces of my backstory. And they believed what the TV told them. After all that, they thought they knew me. But when we meet, the illusion falls away. I’m not the man they thought I was.


A year ago, I was Matt James: a person; a fact; a living, breathing being. Overnight, I became Matt James: a topic of debate, a brand, something to “weigh in” on. I became a proxy for so many of the important conversations Americans were already leaning into—racial justice, interracial relationships, history, and prejudice. I felt proud, having furthered dialogue that was both necessary and long overdue. But the dialogue was weighty as well, and as weeks turned to months, it felt suffocating at times.


But the most difficult part was that, in my conversion from person to prop, key pieces of me were left behind. I am a man of faith, a son, and a brother. I am a mixed kid, an ambitious dreamer, and a tireless striver. I am a Southern boy from North Carolina who reached one of America’s largest stages.


These qualities didn’t shine through in my season of The Bachelor the way I would have liked. They got lost in the fog of drama and distraction. And the misconceptions caused problems of their own—problems bigger than I, or the folks at The Bachelor, ever anticipated.


Fortunately, this year was not the first time I faced great challenges. The path from Raleigh to Hollywood was a rocky one, and I learned a few things about overcoming adversity along the way. Those were the lessons I called upon when plunging into the biggest decision of my life, and also when grappling with the unanticipated, yet necessary, controversy my choice created.


This isn’t the typical Bachelor book. This book is about those lessons, and the sometimes funny, often hard, ways I stumbled into them. This book is about Matt James the man.


The Bachelor told its version of my story. Twitter had its turn too. Now it’s time I tell my story for myself and share the lessons I’ve learned from a lifetime of ignoring unlikely odds.















CHAPTER 1



Be Authentic. Be Real.




Defining myself, as opposed to being defined by others, is one of the most difficult challenges I face.


—Carol Moseley Braun




I crashed into controversy on my first episode of The Bachelor. I don’t think I made it forty-five minutes. The opening parade of women caught me off-guard. It’s one thing to be told that you are going to date thirty-two women at once; it is a completely other thing to watch those thirty-two women stream out of limousines in a flourish of sweet scents and sparkles. With each introduction, they one-upped one another.


Why take a limousine to the meet-and-greet when you can take a Bentley?


Why not a throne shouldered by four royal subjects?


Why not a football jersey with my name on it, or lingerie?


Or maybe a sweet memento from home? Hell, why not your vibrator?


Their theatrics only added to their charm. I was so nervous, and sweat dripped off my forehead.


I planned to deliver a grand toast on our first night. I discussed it all with the producers beforehand. I’d kick off the cocktail party with a heartfelt speech about what brought me to the Nemacolin resort, what I looked for in a partner, and all that we had to look forward to in the weeks ahead. This slim part of my first impression would be entirely within my control. The monologue would be my personal introduction to the women and to America.


Thirty-two introductions later, the cocktail party kicked off in the middle of the night. The women mingled together in the living room before I arrived. I darted from the entryway to the bathroom to dab the sweat from my pits and recenter. I inhaled calmness and exhaled angsty air. I mumbled through my opening remarks three times. When I was prepared to join them, I stepped into a room overflowing with beauty. All eyes were on me.


They wiped my mind clean. What was that charming punchline I was going to deliver? Something about it smelling like roses? I couldn’t remember a thing and, as I stood uncomfortably, mouth agape, the awkward silence between us roared loudly.


I raised my glass, asked everyone to bow their heads, and coaxed out the only words I could. Instead of the women, I spoke to God:


“… you said that you work all things for the good of those who love you and are called according to your purpose, Father God, and I feel like that’s why I’m here and that’s why these women are here, Lord. So, bless this time we have together, Father. In your holy name I pray…”


I opened my eyes feeling already at peace. The words returned to me, and I shared my hopes for the weeks the women and I would spend together.


The prayer sparked the first little fire of the season. Everyone in the media had something to say about that move—was it inappropriate? Overly calculated? Inauthentic? But those who know me, and know the people I’m from, know that my faith is fixed at my core.


My grandparents’ household was a deeply Catholic place. It was the Italian in them. Their faith was at least as much cultural as it was spiritual, though. They attended Mass and found family in the other members of their parish. My mother was raised in that faithful community, but by the time she reached adulthood, her faith was withering away fast.


When, in her thirties, she decided to marry my dad, she had very little faith left at that point in her life, but returned for the parish’s blessing for tradition’s sake. The priest’s mind seemed to have been made up before she even walked through the door. When he told her no, he broke her faith—what little of it was left. Mom had been drifting away from religion for years. She’d seen early sexual scandals in the media and experienced inappropriate behavior up close. The church wasn’t the moral vanguard she’d been brought up to respect. But Mom’s love for Dad was near all-consuming. Any institution that couldn’t respect that wasn’t for her.


In a justice of the peace ceremony, they said, “I do,” and married life began. Then Dad’s antics began (more on those later). The early days of marriage landed hard on Mom. Two years in, and she felt her world was already spinning out of control: she was pregnant with my older brother, John, and increasingly aware that she hadn’t married a faithful man. It would still be five more years before she gathered the strength to leave Dad, and another year after that before she got on her feet. So, early in marriage, she was in the eye of the storm, with the end still far off in the distance. She compartmentalized her fears. She was still working full-time, so each day she showed up to her job, tucking the rest of life behind a curtain. But she was an unconvincing actress.


My mother tells the story of Summer, a bubbly, blond-haired co-worker who bounced around their real estate office to a chipper rhythm. Summer exuded joy. She was the opposite of the seriousness Mom felt in her most trying hours. Summer asked Mom to lunch one day, and she accepted out of curiosity—why was this woman so joyful? My mother had maintained her composure through weeks of stresses. When Summer asked her how she was doing, it triggered something inside her. Mom broke down. The two women talked for hours. Summer admitted that she had seen the heaviness that my mother was carrying; she’d been praying for her for weeks. Summer confided the secret to her joy: her relationship with Jesus. As the meal wrapped up, Summer invited Mom to pray with her. Mom bowed her head, closed her eyes, and sobbed as Summer recited the sinner’s prayer:




Dear Lord Jesus, I know that I am a sinner, and I ask for Your forgiveness. I believe You died for my sins and rose from the dead. I turn from my sins and invite You to come into my heart and life. I want to trust and follow You as my Lord and Savior. In Your Name. Amen.





When my mother opened her eyes, her faith had been restored. She joined a new church, seeking community in her faith. Mom prayed from that day forward, drawing comfort and peace from His word. Years later, she only remembers Summer as an angel.


Mom pressed faith into John and me just as her parents had done her, but she used the carrot instead of the stick. She drove clear across town each Sunday and Wednesday to deliver us to Raleigh International Church (RIC) for worship services. RIC occupied the large end block of a strip mall off Capital Boulevard, a rough part of town in Raleigh, North Carolina. It sat in a rough neighborhood. Most residents were Black, as was the congregation, but the strip mall catered to the area’s growing Latinx population—storeowners hawked Mexican flavors and fare in Spanish all day long. It was a welcome retreat from our white corner of Raleigh.


It wasn’t just a happy accident that we ended up in a Black church. We lived in the South, the Bible Belt; we must have passed fifteen churches on our way to RIC. Mom chose RIC for the same reason she enrolled John and me in Amateur Athletic Union basketball (AAU), track, and community center football—if our dad wasn’t going to stick around, she’d have to find other Black role models for us. Mom saw the same stereotyped portrayal of Blackness on the TV screens that we did. She wanted to give us more to aspire to. At RIC, she found God-fearing Black men worthy of our admiration.


Inside the church walls, Pastor Olden Thornton commanded our congregation through testimony. He saw the power of God daily, in miracles large and small, and invited others to marvel at the blessings He’d showered upon them. He called for testimony at each service, and unfailingly, every week, a dozen or more souls rose to give witness. These were devoted Christians leading hard lives, yet nobody complained. They focused on the slim margin that kept them from falling further. A man got work after months of unemployment. A woman scraped together enough to fix her flat tire, then the mechanic threw in the transmission for free. A family found a home after months without.


Pastor Thornton noticed the changes swirling in the Southside, and he embraced them. On my first trip to RIC, I joined an all-Black congregation. As the neighborhood demographics shifted, Pastor Thornton held the church doors open for Latinx newcomers. A full-time Spanish translator joined him in leading sermons, and he added new Mexican members to the ranks of deacons and deaconesses. I admired the man’s willingness to embrace change. He just wanted to spread the Word. Ministry mattered to him far more than the complexion of his congregation.


The churchgoers changed around us, but one thing remained the same: there was only one white person in that audience. If she ever even noticed, it didn’t show. Like Pastor Thornton, Mom was there for worship. She saw everyone else as her siblings in Christ.


I never testified before the congregation, but Mom did. After years of twice-weekly services, she finally took the long walk to the microphone and shared what weighed on her heart. It was a nearly unnoticeable blessing from the week before, but I admired her courage in rising to the head of the room. Others had mixed feelings about this white woman with Black children taking time they thought was theirs. But Mom pressed on. By the time she returned to her seat, the shaking heads had turned to nods and amens.


Mom stopped at KFC on the way home from church each Sunday. John and I gorged on buckets of chicken, smothered mashed potatoes, and honey-covered biscuits. Mom knew what she was doing. That’s how she kept us coming back.


Mom taught us the true meaning of faith in more subtle ways as we aged. I witnessed her live her faith between Sundays. Nowhere was it more evident than in her treatment of my father.


No one had more reason to hate my father than Mom. He broke the vows they shared. He neglected his parenting responsibilities. He betrayed her. Yet she never grew bitter. To the contrary, she loved him through it all. She never said a bad word about him to John or me, even though he accused her of poisoning our relationship with him. To this day, he is the only man she ever loved. She stared at his faults and embraced him anyway. And she encouraged us to do the same. When I was young, I saw her tendency to forgive as a sign of weakness. I grew frustrated, wishing she’d boil in pain, anger, and disappointment the way I often did.


I had to mature to see how wrong I was. Her forgiveness was her strength. It was her wisdom. And her unshakable faith enabled it in her. Faith taught her we were all flawed, all works in progress, and yet worthy of love nonetheless. Each day, I try to come closer to embracing that spirit, which she embodied so effortlessly. At the beginning of the pandemic, my former teammates at Wake Forest and I started a men’s Bible study group that grew week by week and still continues to meet today.


I grew in my faith throughout my childhood, following Mom’s example. I learned to lean on it in times of adversity, and it gave me strength. Later, as I matured, and the challenges did too, faith brought me peace in times of torment. On the opening night of The Bachelor, faced with a room full of beautiful strangers and on the precipice of the most daunting adventure of my life, of course I leaned on my faith. It runs through me. I needed the peace it provides.


Sadly, the prayer was not the only controversy I stirred in my first hour of national television.


Early in the evening, before any of the women arrived, the nerves had already struck. Moments before I was set to welcome them from the front steps of the resort, I pulled the show’s host to the side to talk. We entered a room to the side, and I unloaded the burden that had kept my chest tight.


In the months leading up to that moment, people had emerged from the woodwork to offer their best dating advice. Internet trolls and armchair psychologists shared their opinions on my “type.” I dismissed most of what I heard. But the comment that came most frequently, I took seriously: “You know you have to pick a Black girl, right?”


This pressure would be uniquely mine, different from all the white Bachelors who preceded me. Mass media had long diminished the beauty of Black women and the prevalence of healthy, loving, Black relationships. Nowhere was this more evident than in The Bachelor itself, where I was the first Black man to lead the series after two decades on air. I was in a privileged position. I could make a declaration on the worthiness of Black love on one of America’s grandest stages. The cliché of the successful Black man settling with a white partner is well understood; there would be symbolic value in my turning away from others to find love among my own people. Others were reasonable to expect things of me. My position came with responsibility. It weighed on me in part because I knew I might disappoint all the people who had once cheered me on.


Soon, I would meet more than two dozen women who had traveled to Nemacolin to join our season. Many would be non-Black. I couldn’t just write those others off when they’d taken such a leap of faith in hope of finding love. Nor would I want to. My personal history wouldn’t let me push them aside. I was born to a white woman. A white woman nurtured me all my life and is my best friend today. How could I preemptively reject all white women when my own mother is one?


I voiced my turmoil to the host. I poured my heart out for more than an hour, stressing over the impossible choice before me—an openness to love in all its many forms on one side and a duty to my people on the other. It felt impossible to please everyone.


Our side conversation spanned a few minutes of TV time when it aired. It lacked the nuance I tried to capture. I didn’t recognize it as the same heartfelt interaction I’d had. Twitter lifted sound bites and reframed them further. They made it sound as though I had made my mind up on night one: I wouldn’t choose a Black woman—literally the opposite of the point I tried to make. Accusations that I was an Uncle Tom followed, and that pained me.


The expectations felt uncomfortable, but not unfamiliar. As a biracial boy raised in the South, racial conflict always existed inside me as much as around me. Why should this new journey be any different?


I struggled to form relationships with other Black kids when I was young. For one, there weren’t any. Our section of Raleigh was white, white, white. In all my years of lower school, I can remember only ever having one Black classmate—Tommy—who became a close friend, but two is a few short of a crew.


When I did meet other Black kids at basketball or Sunday school, everything was all good… until pickup time arrived. My stomach tightened when I heard my mom’s voice and turned to see her strolling up the pavement.


Inevitably, someone hollered out, “THAT’S your mom?”


Other voices followed. They could be punishing—Oreo, white boy, wigger—anything other than what I was.


I understand the confusion—and the punchlines that followed it—in hindsight. We were all kids trying to make sense of the world, and they’d learned that mom plus dad equals son. I appear fully Black. I don’t have taupe skin, hazel eyes, or bouncing curls. Dad’s Nigerian genes were strong.


My white half meant something different at school, a whole world reserved for whiteness. I grew close to my white classmates, but they too spoke about my race. Going to friends’ houses, I heard them introduce me, “Mom, Dad, this is my friend Matt,” always closely followed by “he’s half white.” They saw a part of themselves in me, and it made me worthy. I saw the difference in how they treated Tommy. Tommy didn’t get the privilege of whitening that I enjoyed.


During my early teens, the confusion moved beyond my family tree and on to cultural cues. Blackness came with expectations then. All kids—white and Black alike—had fully formed understandings of Blackness and what it meant. I stretched to fit into these new molds but rarely did. Growing up around all white people, in a house led by a white woman, I’d already missed too much. I still remember the earliest of those awkward initial attempts to grow into my Blackness.


I was in middle school and had traveled to Disney World for nationals with my AAU basketball team, a collection of basketball players across the state of North Carolina who were predominantly Black with the exception of one white player. The whole team plus chaperones packed into a hotel room one evening to bond over large pizzas and Call of Duty. I rocked an afro like it was a nappy halo then. In the middle of the action, my teammate’s mom tapped me on the shoulder, “Okay, Matt, your turn to get braided.” I followed her to the sofa, bitter to drop the game controller but excited to get my cornrows back. I sat between her legs with my back to her, craning to keep a good view of the TV. She plunged her fingers into my knotted web. And that’s when she said it:


“Damn, baby, your hair is dry.”


The action stopped. The beady eyes and ears gathered around the room perked up. Some shot their glances over to me, hushed down, and waited. I understood the stakes—one wrong move here, and I’d be the butt of a joke for the whole ride home from Florida.


“No, ma’am. My hair is not dry. I wash it every day,” I said.


The room remained silent for a moment, and then:


“You do what?”


Shit! Laughter erupted. Oh, God. Here we go…


“Matt has that nappy ’fro.”


“Matt got the Nigerian Kunta Kinte braids.”


“I knew somethin’ wasn’t right with that head!”


I’m not sure it’s possible for a Black man to blush, but I swear, that afternoon, my face turned ruby red.


Grooming was an issue from that day forward. First, dry hair, then ashy elbows, then razor bumps. It would be years before I learned how to shave my Black beard properly. Other issues arose too—clothes, music, and dance. Black homes handed these lessons down to the young ones. Mom did her best to teach two Black boys their culture in our home, but she could only do so much.


When it came to dating, Mom was as easygoing as they come. She wanted me to be happy and to find a girl who cared for me completely. Her babies, the joys of her life, were products of an interracial marriage. She didn’t have an opinion on race one way or the other.


My early relationships, if that’s what you call week-long middle school romances, were all with white girls. That wasn’t so much a choice as it was the natural outcome of circumstance. I only dated white girls because I only knew white girls. Again, North Raleigh equals white.


Because our part of town was so white, I didn’t even know then that dating white girls could be problematic. The small handful of other Black guys at my school dated white girls also—they didn’t know anyone else either. The same was true for the couple Black girls at my school. We couldn’t give one another grief because we were all dealing with the same constrained choices. I wanted to explore relationships with people who looked like me but found few places to turn where I saw us.


Age presented opportunity. The dating pool opened as life progressed. I moved out of Raleigh and dated Black women in later years, including in my time leading up to joining The Bachelor. I felt warmth seeing a piece of myself reflected in them. Each was a phenomenal person. Blackness informed their characters in brilliant ways, but it didn’t determine them. I was attracted to the individuals they were.


I arrived at my Bachelor debut with decades of experience navigating the complicated expectations of Blackness. But the show brought about a new level of scrutiny. The criticism infuriated me. My Blackness hadn’t been openly challenged in years. I wanted to scream, “Who are you calling a…?!?” at every rogue DM that hit my in-box. But firing back at trolls is never a good move; to do so would just encourage the back-and-forth. Instead, I returned to the tools I learned in childhood.


As I matured, the only way I could stay positive was by embracing all sides of myself equally; to deny any single part would be too painful. Yes, I am Black, proudly and unapologetically so. I am white also, Italian to be exact, and I’m proud of that too. And when picking a partner, the most intimate choice there is, I had to honor both sides of myself and follow where my heart led.


I lump the two “Day One” controversies together because they happened simultaneously, but also because they were the same type. America processing my conflicting identities—Christian in an increasingly secular world; Black and white. My reaction to both was the same as well. I remembered who I was and pressed on. I pledged to be my most authentic self on that show, just as I strive to be in life. I center my understanding of myself on the qualities and principles I possess. Third parties don’t determine the man I am.


There are so many ways in which our identities can conflict today. Nationalities or religions that diverge based on genders, worldviews, or races—there are unlimited opportunities for us to get mixed up in ourselves. The only thing to do with that conflict is to rise above it, to state firmly that you are one whole person and are living proof that we humans can be many things at once. That is the only way to remain confident in a world that would rather see you pick a side.


If I knew this lesson intellectually for my first twenty-nine years of life, accepting the role of the first Black Bachelor put it to the test. Fortunately, I had a lot of life to call upon, years of experiencing betweenness. The people behind those experiences shaped me more than they even realize.
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